Jesus was still speaking when a crowd arrived, led by Judas, one of the twelve disciples. He came up to Jesus to kiss him. But Jesus said, 'Judas, is it with a kiss that you betray the Son of Man?' When the disciples who were with Jesus saw what was going to happen, they asked, 'Shall we use our swords, Lord?' And one of them struck the High Priest's slave and cut off his right ear. But Jesus said, 'Enough of this!' He touched the man's ear and healed him. Then Jesus said to the chief priests and the officers of the temple guard and the elders who had come there to get him, 'Did you have to come with swords and clubs, as though I were an outlaw? I was with you in the Temple every day, and you did not try to arrest me. But this is your hour to act, when the power of darkness rules.' Duccio di Buoninsegna's The Betrayal of Christ (Maesta Altarpiece, 1308-11) presents an immediate wealth of religious symbolism. One's vision is instantaneously arrested by the brilliance of Christ's cloak. The startling blue of this garment speaks directly to our primordial imagination of the sky above-infinite, unknowable.
Symbolically this is the divine infinitude, the virginal plenitude from whence Christ is born and which remains constant as the mysterious substratum of existence. Around this blue burns the gold rimming at once both sunrise and sunset, simultaneously setting ablaze the horizon. This golden "sun" is both the phenomenal sun that speaks of the daily cycle and also the Divine Sun that remains always the Centre, its rays-none other than the Holy Spirit-reaching out to pluck forth existence from the Divine Substance.
One must not, however, fall prey to thinking that this type of symbolic reading is no more than arbitrary association of sign and significance, as if true symbolism could be simply arbitrary. By way of an example of this point: Duccio uses ultra marine as the colour of Christ's cloak; this pigment, reserved for the colour of the Virgin's cloak, is made from ground lapis lazuli, which, as Mircea Eliade has remarked, is 'the cosmic symbol above all others (the starry night)'; 1 this then recalls the Maris Stella, and in 1 Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion London: Sheed and Ward, 1983, p.271. Religioperennis.org 3 turn, the association between the symbolism of the sea and the sky. This web of symbolic homologues works to reinforce the primarily efficaciousness of the chromatic nature of ultra marine, which absorbs light, and thus vision, creating a depth that the viewer disappears into like a drop into the ocean. In the final analysis it is the chromatic effect of Duccio's colours that holds the key to their symbolism, which is firstly and foremost, the intuitive feeling they evoke.
To continue with the symbolism of Duccio's Betrayal of Christ. Beneath Christ's marvellous cloak his inner garment is the red of the Passion, the colour of the mortal blood that must flow to prove his humanity. Then there is the structure of Duccio's depiction, complementarily spatial and temporal. Stark against the sky, three trees rise up to hold court over the proceeding events. These throw attention to several other ternary groupings that rush us through the coming hours to the three crosses rising at Golgotha. These trees again flag the three-stage narrative of the whole scene. This brings us to the pivotal point of our considerations and certainly the keystone of Giotto's painting: the silent, eternal moment between Jesus and Judas, into which we are drawn. If Giotto's painting is to be seen as alive and buzzing, then surely this shared gaze exists in almost surreal stillness and quiet. It is the epicentre around which the noise of the arrest rages. Christ may be the centre of attention in Duccio's work, but this is a linear centring, set on the horizontal plane. In Giotto's masterpiece Jesus and Judas meet in a centre, around which the enclosing crowd-and, by extension, the whole world-rush like a whirlpool. Spatially this impression is given particularly through two characters: the Pharisee, arm raised in accusation, on the right The importance of this cloak is paramount and fittingly it is in the painting of these two cloaks that Giotto demonstrates the most astounding sense of reality. The fall of the material in the "dwarf's" blue cloak is captured with such brilliance that one may almost see the rising of his shoulders with each breath, and feel the sway of the drapery, as he pulls back on one of the fleeing apostles. The way in which Judas wraps his robe around Christ pulls the material tight against his back, so that the shape of his body is evident, hidden, but thus revealed, beneath this veneer of gold. This is highlighted by the play of light across his back, coming from the fire of the torches. The mechanics of Judas' cloak draw one's eyes along its folds, up into the gaze of Jesus upon Judas' face; and it is here that the final momentous impact of Giotto's painting lies. deed. This is a far more "Christian" portrayal, for in this depiction Judas is given to our sympathy, compassion, and forgiveness.
Highlighting this sense of compassion and humanity, Giotto's Christ is viewed side on, meeting Judas face to face. Establishing the primacy of the moment between Christ and Judas, this placement also helps the dynamics of the painting. It pushes the crowd in on Christ while creating the flow of his movement, from left to right, and into the on-rushing climax. The image of Christ's face is further highlighted by the mass of dark helmets crowding behind him. This darkness recalls the "hour of the power of darkness" in which Christ was betrayed. Again this darkness prefigures the darkness that is to descend over the earth in the sixth hour after the crucifixion. This time, when the "power of darkness rules," is not simply the night but also the Day of Judgment that shall be a terrifying day of darkness (Amos 5:18) . In this connection we should note the figure blowing the horn to the right of the painting, for the Day of Judgment is to be heralded by Elijah's blowing of the great shofar (horn). It is also interesting to remark on the similarity of this face with its pursed lips at the horn with the face of Judas, his lips pursed for his kiss. It is Judas' kiss that herald's the crucifixion, and hence resurrection, of Christ.
